Background The role of different risk exposures and preventive measures against influenza has not been well established.
Introduction
The influenza virus is transmitted in the community by infected people with or without symptoms, mostly by aerosol, but also by hand contact. [1] [2] [3] Propagation is favoured by large numbers of people in enclosed places, home, educational and occupational environments and public transport. [4] [5] [6] [7] [8] [9] [10] [11] [12] [13] Various measures have proven efficacy in preventing influenza. However, the role of different risk exposures and preventive measures against influenza in the community has not been well established. The principal preventive measure is influenza vaccination, but the protective effect sought is not always achieved, either because there is not a good match between the vaccine and the circulating viral strain or owing to the emergence of a new pandemic virus. [14] [15] [16] Some intervention studies have reported that hand washing or alcohol-based hand sanitizers may reduce the risk of influenza. [17] [18] [19] [20] The usefulness of these measures in the general public depends on their acceptance, their systematic application and how easily they can be assimilated into normal social functions. 5, 21 During the pandemic influenza A(H1N1)09 wave in Spain, an exhaustive campaign was carried out, with the participation of institutions, the mass media, civil bodies, educational centres and health care professionals, with the objective of informing the public about non-pharmacological influenza prevention measures, and with an emphasis on simple measures such as covering the mouth when sneezing or coughing, and hand washing. The pandemic vaccine was first used in Spain on November 16, 2009 and was offered to persons with medical conditions that increased the risk of complications and health care professionals.
This study evaluated the effect of various situations that could lead to a greater risk of infection, including the number of cohabitants, being a health care worker and the use of public transport, on the risk of contracting influenza. We also evaluated the effectiveness of preventive measures such as influenza vaccination, hand washing and the use of alcohol-based hand sanitizers.
Methods

Study population and design
This case-control study analysed ambulatory primary health care (PHC) patients enrolled in a larger study of cases with pandemic influenza A(H1N1)09 and matched controls treated by 36 Spanish hospitals or their respective PHC areas between July 2009 and February 2010. The larger study aimed to evaluate the effectiveness of pharmacological and non-pharmacological measures in preventing influenza. Hospitalized cases were matched with patients with the same age (±5 years), date of consultation (±10 days with respect to the symptom onset of the case) and province of residence. Each matched group included, among others, two PHC patients: one with confirmed influenza virus A(H1N1)09 infection and another who had consulted for other reasons. 22 The study was approved by the Ethics Committee of the hospitals involved.
Only ambulatory PHC patients from the larger study were considered for the present case-control analysis. Cases were defined as PHC patients aged ‡18 years with influenza virus A(H1N1)09 infection confirmed by real-time RT-PCR. Controls were PHC patients from the same matched group as cases who had consulted for reasons other than influenza-like syndrome, acute respiratory infection or gastroenteritis. Pandemic influenza had been confirmed in nasopharyngeal swabs from a systematic sample of the first two patients with influenza-like illness diagnosed by PHC physicians each week. Exclusion criteria were documented previous diagnosis of influenza A(H1N1)09 and inability to respond to the interview.
Data collection
This case-control study analysed data that were collected in the context of the large study. After giving written informed consent, cases and controls were interviewed by specifically trained health professionals. Using a structured questionnaire, we collected information on sociodemographic variables (age, sex and educational level), pre-existing medical conditions (smoking, pregnancy and the following major risk conditions: lung disease, cardiovascular disease, renal failure, diabetes, immunodeficiency, disabling neurological disease, neoplasia, transplantation, body mass index ‡40 kg ⁄ m 2 , asthma and treatment with systemic or inhaled corticosteroids), exposure to social environments that could favour influenza infection, and influenza prevention measures. The social environments studied that could favour influenza infection included: the number of cohabitants, being a health care worker and the use of metropolitan public transport (bus, metro, tram or local train), long-distance transport (train or plane), and taxi in the 7 days before the onset of symptoms in cases or the medical consultation in controls. The influenza prevention measures evaluated were vaccination with pandemic vaccine more than 7 days before the onset of symptoms in cases or consultation in controls, hand washing after touching contaminated surfaces, the frequency of hand washing and the use of alcohol-based hand sanitizers in the previous 7 days.
Participants chose whether to carry out the interview in a health centre or by telephone. Information on pre-existing medical conditions and vaccination was completed and verified by review of the medical record.
Statistical analysis
A bivariate comparison was made between cases and controls for demographic variables and medical conditions using McNemar's chi-square test for categorical variables and the Student's t-test for continuous variables.
A multivariate conditional logistic regression analysis was carried out, which included all the variables assessed and potential confounding factors. The crude and adjusted odds ratio (OR) and their 95% confidence intervals (CI) were used as the measure of association. Analysis of the effect of the pandemic vaccine was repeated for the period after November 16, 2009, when vaccination began.
Results
A total of 481 outpatients with confirmed influenza A(H1N1)09 and 481 controls were included. In spite of matching, cases were slightly younger than controls and more often had secondary or higher education, were pregnant women, or had more than one major risk condition (Table 1) . A total of 93AE3% of cases and 80AE5% of controls were interviewed by telephone (P < 0AE001).
A total of 42AE9% of cases had ‡3 cohabitants compared with 31AE1% of controls (P < 0AE001), and a higher proportion were health care workers (18AE5% versus 6AE2%, P < 0AE001). Only 0AE8% of cases and 3AE7% of controls (P < 0AE001) had received the monovalent influenza A(H1N1)09 vaccine more than 7 days before symptom onset. There was no difference in vaccination coverage between health care worker controls and other controls (3AE3% versus 4AE4%, P = 1). There was less use of metropolitan public transport in the 7 days before symptom onset in cases compared with controls. However, there were no differences between groups in the use of taxis or long-distance transport in the 7 days before symptom onset (Table 2) .
Both the unadjusted and adjusted conditional logistic regression analyses found that the same variables were associated with a greater probability of having a laboratoryconfirmed diagnosis of influenza. The risk of a diagnosis of influenza increased with the number of cohabitants, with three cohabitants having an OR = 1AE80 compared with >3, four cohabitants an OR = 2AE03 and ‡5 cohabitants an OR = 2AE66, and this trend was statistically significant (P = 0AE002). Health care workers were almost three times more likely to have a diagnosis of influenza than the rest of the study population (OR = 2AE94, 95% CI 1AE53-5AE66) ( Table 2 ). The use of public transport during the previous 7 days was associated with a lower frequency of influenza (OR = 0AE45, 95% CI 0AE30-0AE68). The use of taxis or longdistance transport during the previous 7 days had no significant effect.
The monovalent influenza A(H1N1)09 vaccine had a protective effect of 87% (OR = 0AE13, 95% CI 0AE04-0AE48) in the analysis of the entire study period and 96% (OR = 0AE04, 95% CI 0AE003-0AE66, P = 0AE024) when the analysis was restricted to the period after the vaccine became available. Habitual hand washing after touching contaminated surfaces was associated with a non-significantly lower risk of influenza. The frequency of hand washing and the use of alcohol-based hand sanitizers had no significant protective effect (Table 2 ). In the adjusted model, the 2009-2010 seasonal influenza vaccine did not show any effect in preventing laboratory-confirmed influenza.
Discussion
The results of this study suggest that, during the 2009-2010 influenza pandemic, the home environment was of great importance in the transmission of influenza in adults, with an increase in the probability of a diagnosis of influenza when there were three or more cohabitants. However, the use of different modes of public transport was either not significant or showed a lower probability of a diagnosis of influenza. Of the preventive measures studied, pandemic influenza vaccination had a protective effect similar to that reported in other studies using different methods. [23] [24] [25] [26] [27] [28] Hand washing after touching contaminated surfaces had a non-significant protective effect, while frequent hand washing or using alcohol-based hand sanitizers had no influence. Health care workers had a higher risk of Prevention of influenza in the community ª 2012 Blackwell Publishing Ltd influenza infection than the rest of the study population, which may have been due to occupational exposure. 7 The association between the number of cohabitants and the risk of influenza has been reported by other studies and supports the idea that the home environment may play an important role in the spread of influenza. [5] [6] [7] Health care workers are more often exposed to influenza at work, and if they acquire the infection can spread it to patients. 8, 9 This supports the recommendation for annual influenza vaccination in this group. In the season studied, the specific vaccine against the circulating virus was late and many of the cases occurred before it became available.
In other seasons, the greater risk in health care workers may have been combated by a higher vaccination coverage, but no specific vaccine was available during the largest part of the pandemic, and only a low vaccination coverage was achieved in Spanish health care workers. 29 Interestingly, the use of public transport was associated with a lower frequency of a diagnosis of influenza. Public transport users probably have a better health status and may consult the physician less. Troko et al. 10 found that regular users of public transport may have less risk of acute respiratory infections, perhaps due to the development of protective antibodies attributable to repeated exposure to the influenza virus. Williams et al. 7 found no difference in the probability of a diagnosis of influenza in regular users of public transport, but an increased risk in adults with their own cars, and Mardani et al. 13 described limited transmission in prolonged periods of close contact during travel.
As in other studies, influenza vaccination was the most effective preventive measure against influenza, especially when, as in this case, the vaccine was a good match with the circulating virus. [23] [24] [25] [26] [27] [28] Habitual hand washing after touching contaminated surfaces was associated with a lower probability of a diagnosis of influenza, although the difference was not significant, possibly because of the low power of the study in demonstrating small-scale effects. Hand washing has been shown to have a preventive effect against influenza in controlled 30, 31 and observational studies in specific groups. 32, 33 In our study, conducted in the community during an epidemic, it is possible that aerosol transmission had greater relevance and the impact of measures to prevent transmission through the hands was lower. 34 Alcohol-based hand sanitizers have also proven effective in preventing the transmission of infections, but their effect in adults who habitually wash their hands may be marginal. 35 The quality of hand washing or disinfection by alcohol-based sanitizers was not evaluated, and poor cleaning techniques might also explain these findings.
This study had some limitations. To correctly interpret the results, it should be remembered that the cases presented with influenza and had consulted the physician. Therefore, it might be expected that a significant association would be found not only with variables representing risk factors for having influenza but also the variables that influenced the frequency of medical consultation in case of influenza. Second, information on the use of transport, hand washing and the use of alcohol-based hand sanitizers was collected by personal interview, which may have been affected by memory bias and other reporting biases. Nevertheless, we attempted to reduce the effect of such biases by including controls who consulted for other reasons, by training of interviewers and by the use of the same procedures and questionnaire for cases and controls. Third, it is possible that some controls may have had asymptomatic influenza, which would bias the results towards the null hypothesis, underestimating the effect of preventive measures. Fourth, the study was conducted in the 2009-2010 pandemic season, which had some special characteristics and therefore the results may not be generalizable to other influenza seasons, where part of the population may have immunity owing to past exposure and where the seasonal vaccine is normally available from the start of the season. Finally, the power of the study may be insufficient to demonstrate small effects, and therefore we can not rule out the protective effect of some of the measures assessed even when they did not reach statistical significance.
Conclusion
Our results show that, during the 2009-2010 pandemic influenza, the home environment played an important role in the transmission of influenza, while the use of public transport had no appreciable risk. Vaccination was the most effective preventive measure in the community. Frequent hand washing and alcohol-based hand sanitizers may be useful, although our results suggest a limited utility in preventing influenza transmission in the community. Health care workers had a higher risk of influenza than other groups, underlining the importance of routine annual vaccination of this risk group. 
